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 Abstract: 
This article addresses the concern that the educational attainment of child welfare clients 
(CWCs) is generally poor. Drawing upon previous research showing that former CWCs lack 
higher education, this study argues that it is necessary to examine the first educational 
transition that directs students away from higher education. In Norway, this first transition 
point occurs in the transition from lower secondary school to the vocational track in upper 
secondary school. This educational transition is studied by means of analysis of longitudinal 
survey data on youths in Oslo. The sample consists of 1 500 teenagers in Grade 10 in lower 
secondary school and in the second year of upper secondary school, of whom about five per 
cent had had contact with child welfare services. The results show that CWCs’ high 
enrolment on the vocational track – and consequently away from higher education – cannot be 
understood only from the characteristics that previous research has reported as general 
explanations for the differences in educational transitions. Even though the results show that 
school performances, educational aspirations and background factors like parental education 
and sex had an impact on the probability of vocational secondary education, the probability of 
CWCs choosing the vocational track was still higher than with their peers. Consequently, to 
increase the transitions of CWCs to the academic track in upper secondary school, and 
thereby hopefully to higher education, specific measures for the CWCs are required. If 
professionals should advice CWCs against the vocational track, is also discussed. 
 
 
Introduction 
Research over several decades from many countries has shown that few Child Welfare clients 
(CWCs) enter adult life with a diploma from a higher educational institution.  The poor 
educational records among CWCs has been described in several quantitative studies (e.g. 
Vinnerljung, Öman, and Gunnarson 2005; Cheung and Heath 1994; Clausen and Kristofersen 
2008; Courtney and Dworsky 2006) but the majority of studies in this area have been 
qualitative in its approach or based on very small samples (e.g. Fredrick and Goddard 2010; 
Jackson and Cameron 2011; Harker et al. 2003; Hedin, Höjer, and Brunnberg 2011). The aim 
in this article is to contribute to this field of research by providing results from a quantitative 
survey based on a representative sample of youths  
The educational disadvantage among former CWCs cannot be understood solely as a 
result of unsuccessful recruitment of CWCs to the tertiary level or a low throughput in higher 
education. Instead, it has to be investigated through a sequence of decisions that have directed 
CWCs away from pursuing higher education. In this article, I address the first educational 
decision point that we assume directs CWCs away from entering higher education, namely the 
transition from lower secondary school to upper secondary school. 
In Norway, where this study was conducted, the transition from lower secondary 
school to upper secondary school is the first point at which students are separated into 
different subjects/tracks. At 15–16 years old, students choose between a vocational track and 
an academic track. Admission to the tertiary level is restricted to students with a certificate 
from the academic track. Students with a certificate from the vocational track are only 
permitted admission to higher education if, after two years on the vocational track, they 
complete a supplementary course of study instead of the ‘normal’ vocational path, which 
includes a two-year period of apprenticeship after the second upper secondary school year. 
Relatively few students complete this supplementary course of study.i The choice of 
vocational or academic track is consequently the first important educational decision away or 
towards higher education. 
The aim of this article is to investigate if CWCs start on the vocational track after 
compulsory schooling proportionately more than do their peers (non-CWCs), and 
consequently more often make an educational choice that leads away from higher education. 
However, I also examine reasons for the assumed over-representation of CWCs on the 
vocational track. Previous findings show that choosing the vocational track in upper 
secondary school is more common among young people from a background with low socio-
economic status (Markussen 2010), among boys (SSB 2005) and among those not from an 
immigrant background (Helland and Støren 2004; Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011). Recent 
research on the Norwegian CWCs shows that CWCs originate more often from families with 
a low social class background (Clausen and Kristofersen 2008) and are somewhat more often 
boys than girls, 55 per cent boys and 45 per cent girls, respectively (SSB 2011). 
Consequently, reasons for the assumption that CWCs choose the vocational track more often 
seem to be explained by mechanisms related to sex segregation and social stratification in 
education. However, the numbers of CWCs from an immigrant background are increasing 
(Kalve and Dyrhaug 2011); consequently, it seems reasonable to assume that this minority 
tendency among the CWCs will counteract the over-representation of CWCs on the 
vocational track. 
However, research shows that when including previous school performance in the 
analysis, the influence of background characteristics such as socio-economic status and sex on 
the transition to the vocational track is found to disappear or is even reversed (girls choose the 
vocational track more often than boys when controlling for school grades) (e.g. Markussen 
2010). Furthermore, as suggested by several studies (see e.g. Støren and Helland 2010), the 
tendency of immigrants to choose the academic track is probably a result of the stronger 
motivation of these students to enter higher education. Thus, aspirations for higher education 
also appear to be very important in explaining choice of educational track in upper secondary 
school. Previous research on the CWCs has shown that CWCs have low school performance 
(Berlin, Vinnerljung, and Hjern 2011; McClung and Gayle 2010) and lack educational 
aspirations (Jackson and Cameron 2011). Therefore, I address the question regarding the 
degree to which the probability of choosing the vocational track among the CWCs is 
explained by low educational performance and/or aspirations, in addition to the influence of 
sex, socio-economic status and immigrant background. 
In the present study, I investigate these issues through analyses of longitudinal survey 
data on youths in Oslo. CWCs are compared with non-CWCs. All Grade 10 students in Oslo 
in the school year 2007/08 were invited to participate in the spring when they were in their 
final year of lower secondary school. In this wave of the survey, among other issues, the 
students were asked about their educational aspirations, school performance and family 
background. Two years later, when they were in their second year of upper secondary school, 
the survey was repeated. From this point of time (the second wave), we have information 
about which educational track they attended. This longitudinal design makes it possible to 
examine the influence of background factors on the transition of CWCs to educational tracks 
in upper secondary school. Furthermore, the design allows us to examine the influence of 
educational aspirations and school performance on CWCs’ choice between the vocational and 
academic track. 
This article is structured as follows. I begin with a brief overview of CWCs in Norway 
and the Norwegian educational system before presenting the methods and the results from the 
analyses. The article ends with a discussion of the results and a short conclusion summarizing 
the arguments. 
The Norwegian context 
Children and young people who face problems that involve assistance from local authorities 
are described by different terms in the literature. These terms like “looked after”, “in care, 
“foster care” “child welfare clients” etc., do sometimes also describe differences in the care 
situation (e.g. differences in assistance measures in the home versus care measures like foster 
homes). In this article, I do not make a division between the types of assistance that have been 
provided. The term “child welfare clients” (CWCs) include all the youths that reported that 
that they live in a foster home or reported that they have been in contact with the Child 
Welfare Service. 
Approximately three per cent of all children 0–17 years old in 2011 were investigated 
by the Child Welfare Service in Norway (SSB 2011). The proportion in contact with the Child 
Welfare Service differs with age group and place of residence in Norway. In Oslo, about one-
third of investigations involve the 13–17-year-old age group (SSB 2010). Thus, the proportion 
of CWCs in Oslo’s teenage population is somewhat higher than three per cent. Assistance 
measures in the home are sufficient for the majority of families who come in contact with 
child welfare services: in 2011, they accounted for about 84 per cent of total measures while 
care measures (i.e. placements in foster homes or institutions based on an issuance of a care 
order)  accounted for around 16 per cent (SSB 2011). Norwegian studies indicate that former 
CWCs have poor educational records. Results show that in 2005 less than 10 per cent of this 
group had studied at the tertiary levelii by the age of 25 (Clausen and Kristofersen 2008). In 
contrast, the same study shows that about 40 per cent of their peers without a public care 
background had studied at the tertiary level. 
Compulsory education in Norway consists of 10 years of schooling – seven years in 
primary school (Barneskole, age six - 13) and three years in lower secondary school 
(Ungdomsskole, age 13-16), students can apply for upper secondary school (Videregående 
skole, age 16-19), which almost everybody does. Primary and lower secondary education are 
based on a common national curriculum, but the upper secondary structure is divided into 
vocational studies and general/academic studies. Therefor, the first transition point where 
students are directed onto different tracks occurs late as in other Nordic countries. The basic 
model of the educational system after compulsory schooling is shown in Figure 1. More than 
95 per cent of a cohort proceed directly after lower secondary education to upper secondary 
education (Hernes 2010). About six out of 10 students enrol on vocational studies (path A) 
while four out of 10 choose an academic track (path B) (SSB 2005). In Oslo, this portion is 
reversed; about 65 per cent start on the academic track with 35 per cent on the vocational 
track (Hansen 2005). 
Figure 1 about here 
As mentioned, the academic track normally prepares students for the next educational 
transition – to university, university college or private schools at the tertiary level – and the 
vocational track prepares students for the labour market. The academic track consists of three 
years in school; the vocational track consists of two years in school and two years of 
apprenticeship. Instead of the two-year apprenticeship, vocational students can take one year 
of supplementary study, and passing the required exams qualifies them to enter higher 
education. About one-third of vocational students choose to take this supplementary course of 
study; however, the drop-out rate here is relatively high (Markussen and Gloppen 2012, see 
also endnote i). 
Methods 
Data 
The data are obtained from the Longitudinal Young in Oslo (LUNO) survey. LUNO was 
initiated to monitor transitions from compulsory school to upper secondary school. The 
dataset contains several variables on aspirations, educational choice, family relations etc.  
 asked in Grade 9 (school year 2006/07 and Grade 10 (school year 2007/08) in lower 
secondary school and in the second year of upper secondary school (2009/10). All the 9th 
grade students in Oslo born in 1992 were eligible for the study and were asked for their own 
and their parents’ consent to participation. In this article, the responses from school year 
2006/07 are not used. Consequently, this study is based on two waves; wave one (2007/08) 
and wave two (2009/10). The responses were treated anonymously and the data were handled 
according to the guidelines of the Norwegian Social Science Data Services. The Norwegian 
Data Inspectorate approved the survey. 
About 85 per cent of 2 400 invited students in Grade 10 participated (wave one); 82 
per cent of these students also participated in the second wave (the second year of upper 
secondary school). iii Due to this panel attrition, the overall response rate for the second wave 
was 70 per cent. However, not all the participants answered all the questions in the survey. 
Consequently, the numbers of students in the analyses are lower (1 501 students), which gives 
a total response rate of 63 per cent for both waves. Slightly more girls than boys participated 
in both waves, which may imply a bias for the study; this is an issue that should be looked at 
in further detail in another context. In the present paper, however, I examine whether 
including sex in the analysis changes the results. 
Dependent variable 
Educational track 
In wave two (the second year of upper secondary school), students were asked which 
educational programme they had enrolled onto (three of them are general/academic studies 
and nine are vocational). From this information, one outcome variable was constructed: 1 for 
the vocational track or 0 for the academic track. 
Independent variables 
All independent variables are constructed from information obtained in the first wave (when 
the respondents were in Grade 10). 
CWCs 
The LUNO survey targeted students in Oslo schools and not CWCs in particular. However, in 
the survey, students in the first wave were asked if they had been in contact during the period 
October 2006 to March 2008 with different welfare assistance services, such as Children’s 
and young people’s psychiatric outpatient clinics, the Educational psychological service, the 
Municipal Outreach Service provided by the City of Oslo and/or the Child Welfare Service. 
The LUNO survey does not contain any information about how long respondents were in 
contact with these different assistance services, or reasons for their being in contact. Here, I 
only use information from the question about child welfare services. The young people who 
reported that they had been in contact with child welfare services may be very different from 
each other; however, even if they had complex, different reasons for their being in contact, 
they shared a common experience of being in a situation that had made it necessary for them 
to contact/receive help from this assistance service. Therefore, even if the reasons for their 
being in contact with child welfare services and the severity of their problems differed widely 
when they replied ‘yes’, a variable with two categories was constructed: 1 for CWCs and 0 
for non-CWCs. Based on students’ responses, five per cent were categorized as CWCs, which 
roughly reflects the actual CWCs in Oslo for this age group. 
Parental education 
Students were asked about the educational level of their parents. From this information, a 
variable was constructed based on the parent with the highest educational level, here divided 
into four categories: (1) tertiary level, (2) upper secondary, (3) lower secondary and (4) 
other.iv From these categories, three variables were constructed: 1 for tertiary level, 2 for 
upper and lower secondary levels and 3 for other. 
Sex 
A variable was constructed based on the sex of participants: 1 for male and 0 for female. 
Minority background 
The participants were asked in which country their parents were born. Respondents with 
parents born in country in Asia, Africa, Latin-America or in an European country outside 
EU/EEA were given the value 1; students with parents born in EU/EEA countries or in North 
America and Oceania were given the value 0. 
School performance 
The respondents were asked to report the grades they obtained in Maths, English and 
Norwegian on their last school report (from 1.0 = lowest to 6.0 = highest). A grade variable 
was constructed measuring the means of these three grades (if information was missing on 
one or two grades, the mean was based on the grades that were available). Based on the mean 
grade variable, three dummy variables were created that indicated if students in the first wave 
obtained low grades (mean grade from lowest to 2.9), middle grades (mean grade from 3.0 to 
4.9) or high grades (mean grade from 5.0 to 6.0). 
Educational aspirations 
Students’ educational aspirations were mapped with the following question: When you have 
completed upper secondary school, do you think you will continue onto higher education? (1) 
No, (2) Yes, a short period of higher education and (3) Yes, a long period of higher education. 
From this information, an outcome variable was constructed: 1 for planning higher education; 
0 for not planning higher education. 
Statistical analyses 
Descriptive statistics are provided with mean scores on the dependent and independent 
variables for the group of CWCs and non-CWCs. Stepwise logistic regression models were 
used to estimate the probability of students’ educational enrolment onto vocational studies. 
Results 
Descriptive statistics 
Table 1 gives descriptive statistics for the variables. In the second year of upper secondary 
school, the proportion attending the vocational track was highest among the CWCs (42 per 
cent) compared with the non-CWCs (24 per cent). This result supports the assumption that a 
greater proportion of CWCs make an educational choice that leads away from higher 
education by starting on the vocational track after compulsory schooling. 
Table 1 about here 
Compared with the non-CWCs, a lower proportion of CWCs originated from families 
with high parental education; however, the difference was not statistically significant at the 
level of 0.05. The difference between the two groups in terms of the proportion of those 
originating from families with ‘other’ levels of parental education (i.e. parents who education 
level was other than tertiary or secondary schooling) was also not statistically significant at 
the level of 0.05. In addition, in the second year of upper secondary school, there were no 
significant statistical differences between the two groups regarding the variables of sex and 
minority background. Consequently, these results indicate that background characteristics 
such as parental education, sex and minority background do not explain the difference in 
choice of educational track between the two groups. In addition, aspirations for higher 
education do not appear to explain this difference either, since the proportion with higher 
educational aspirations was roughly equal in the two groups.v School performance, however, 
did differ between the two groups. Table 1 shows that the average grades in Grade 10 for the 
CWCs were lower than for the non-CWCs. 
These results so far support the initial assumption that proportionately more CWCs 
follow the vocational track. However, the comparative descriptive statistics on the 
background factors (parental education, sex, minority background, educational aspirations and 
school performances) do only partly provide evidence to support the assumption that these 
background characteristics explain this tendency. Although 41 per cent of CWCs originated 
from families with high parental education, compared with 48 per cent of non-CWCs, and 
even though a greater proportion of CWCs labelled their parents’ educational level as ‘other’, 
these differences did not prove to be statistically significant at the level of 0.05; the same was 
true for the variable of minority background. The statistical differences between the two 
groups in terms of the proportion of boys and of students with higher educational aspirations 
were marginally significant. However, the average school grades of CWCs were lower than 
those of non-CWCs, and this fact is likely to be crucial in explaining why proportionately 
more CWCs attend the vocational track. 
 
High enrolment onto the vocational track 
To analyse more systematically the relationship between background variables and choice of 
vocational track, stepwise logistic regression analyses were carried out. Table 2 presents the 
results of these analyses, where the dependent variable is whether the students were on the 
vocational track. 
Table 2 about here 
In Model 1, the significant positive coefficient for CWCs confirms that they were 
more often on the vocational track compared with non-CWCs (as we already have seen in 
Table 1). 
When background variables in Model 2 were included, the child welfare client 
coefficient was unchanged and still statistically different from the non-CWCs at the level of 
0.05. This result indicates that the probability of vocational education and training was higher 
among the CWCs than the non-CWCs, even when taking into consideration the importance of 
parental education and sex – characteristics that previous research has shown to have an 
important influence on educational choice. Even if the probability of attending the vocational 
track differed by parental education (with a negative effect from originating from a highly 
educated family, and a positive effect from originating from a family with an educational 
level given as ‘other’, compared with originating from a family with secondary-level 
schooling), parental education did not explain the differences in vocational education between 
the two groups of students. Nor did the probability of attending the vocational track change by 
introducing sex in the analysis, even though the results show that proportionately more boys 
attended the vocational track than did girls. Furthermore, the negative effect of the minority 
coefficient on attending the vocational track supports previous findings that children from 
immigrant families chose the academic track more often than the vocational track (Helland 
and Støren 2004; Jonsson and Rudolphi 2011). When controlling for CWCs, parental 
education and sex, students from a minority background were less likely than non-CWCs to 
choose the vocational track. Nevertheless, including background characteristics in the 
analyses did not eliminate the difference in probability of choosing the vocational track 
between students with and without child welfare experience. Thus, the initial assumption that 
different family backgrounds and sex composition among the CWCs explain the higher 
probability of CWCs choosing the vocational track is not supported. Based on the results in 
Model 2, estimations are calculated for the probability of attending the vocational track 
among the CWCs and non-CWCs. They demonstrate further the persistent difference in 
choice of educational track between the two student populations; it can be seen that 52 per 
cent of girls with child welfare experience, who were not from a minority family and from a 
family with secondary-level education, attended the vocational track compared with 32 per 
cent of students with the same characteristics in the non-CWCs.vi 
Models 3 and 4 test the idea that the choice of vocational track is to be explained by 
differences in school performance (Model 3) and in educational aspirations (Model 4). When 
including students’ grades in Model 3, it is not surprising that results show that compared 
with middle grades, low grades increased the probability of following the vocational track, 
while high grades reduced this probability. Introducing school grades in the model also 
changed the difference in the probability of attending the vocational track between students 
with and without child welfare experience. The results still show that CWCs chose the 
vocational track more often than did non-CWCs, but the difference in this probability 
decreased. The results also show a small change in the sex effect; the difference between boys 
and girls in terms of the probability of attending the vocational track was no longer 
statistically significant at the level of 0.05. However, we should be cautious in generalizing 
from this result; the sex coefficient was essentially unchanged from Model 2 to Model 3, but 
probably due to the small sample size, it became statistically insignificant. Nevertheless, as 
previous research has shown (Markussen 2010), this result implies that the sex effect on 
attending the vocational or academic track is related to school performance. Furthermore, 
when including school grades, the importance of parental education for vocational choice 
decreased. Students from families characterized by the educational level ‘other’ were no 
longer statistically significantly different from students from families with secondary-level 
education at the level of 0.05 and the negative influence of originating from families with 
parental education at the tertiary level, decreased. On the other hand, the effect of a minority 
background increased, which implies a stronger effect of having a minority background on 
not choosing the vocational track when students with the same school performance are 
compared. 
Finally, in Model 4 educational aspirations were included in the analyses. The results 
show that the coefficients for the background factors and grades decreased. The tendencies of 
the influence of these factors on choosing the vocational track seen in Model 3 weakened 
when including aspirations for higher education in the analysis. First, the effect of parental 
education decreased from Model 3 to Model 4. Likewise, the effect of sex decreased, 
implying that when aspirations for higher education are included, the difference between 
girls’ and boys’ choices of educational track appears to disappear, but is not reversed as in the 
study of Markussen (2010). The effect of having a minority background decreased from 
Model 3 to Model 4, indicating that aspirations for higher education explain part of immigrant 
students’ rejection of the vocational track. The decrease in the effect of school performance 
indicates that aspirations for higher education are related to school grades. However, 
introducing educational aspirations in the model did not eliminate the difference between 
CWCs and non-CWCs’ probability of attending the vocational track. 
Discussion 
The analyses demonstrate that CWCs more often attend the vocational track compared with 
non-CWCs. Among students in the second year of upper secondary education in Oslo, 42 per 
cent of the CWCs were on the vocational track compared with 24 per cent of non-CWCs. In 
the introduction, I posed the question whether the assumed difference in choice of vocational 
education is to be explained by characteristics that are more dominant among the CWCs and 
that previous research has found to explain differences in educational choice in upper 
secondary school. The analyses presented here did not support this assumption. Even if 
parental education, sex and immigrant background had an impact on the probability of 
vocational secondary education, the probability of CWCs choosing the vocational track was 
still higher than with non-CWCs. For instance, the results show that 52 per cent of girls 
among the CWCs, who were not from a minority family and from a family with secondary-
level education, attended the vocational track. In the non-CWCs, for girls with the same 
characteristics, this share was 32 per cent. 
Moreover, we have noted that the influence of background factors such as parental 
education, sex and immigrant background on vocational secondary education was partly 
expressed by lower school performance and lower aspirations for higher education. High 
grades had a negative effect on attending vocational studies while low grades had a positive 
effect. Not surprisingly, aspirations for higher education influenced the choice of vocational 
track in a negative way. Nevertheless, the results show that students from families with higher 
education and those from immigrant backgrounds attended the vocational track to a lesser 
extent. More importantly, however, the difference between CWCs and non-CWCs in the 
probability of attending the vocational track was reduced, but still maintained. 
In the previous mentioned study by Courtney and Dworsky (2006) the authors argue 
that unlike Western countries the USA provide only a limited safety net, which makes the 
transition from adolescent to adulthood particularly difficult for the foster youths. Norway, 
according to Esping-Anderson (1990), is a social-democratic welfare state regime including a 
high degree of social safety net and policies to enhance educational equity. Here students have 
access to free schooling and financial support during education and thus, it is surprising that 
CWCs compared to non-CWCs with the same characteristics more often choose an 
educational pathway that directs them away for higher education. Based on the results that the 
background factors of educational aspirations and school performance did not erase the 
differences in choice of educational track in upper secondary school between CWCs and non-
CWCs, it seems reasonable to ask whether being a child welfare client is an additional 
obstruction to choosing the (academic) educational track that represents the ‘normal’ path to 
higher education. The initial analysis (Table 1) shows that the aspirations for higher education 
of the majority of CWCs were equal to those of non-CWCs when they were in the final year 
of lower secondary school; and yet they more often chose the vocational track. Why do young 
people who aspire to the same educational level end up choosing different educational tracks, 
and consequently with a different probability of reaching their educational goals? Have 
CWCs been exposed to experiences and life situations that have kept them from choosing the 
normal path to higher education? For instance, compared with non-CWCs with the same 
characteristics, are CWCs more often guided by their teachers, care workers or families 
towards the vocational track instead of the academic track? An alternative explanation could 
be that, compared with non-CWCs, CWCs change their aspirations for higher education to a 
greater degree during completion of compulsory schooling. Students’ aspirations for higher 
education were mapped almost up to the point where they applied for upper secondary school 
(in the final spring in Grade 10); however, in Norway, it is possible to change from the 
academic to the vocational track during the summer before upper secondary school starts. The 
analyses presented here do not allow us to draw any conclusions about the mechanisms 
underlying the finding that CWCs more often attend the vocational track compared with non-
CWCs with similar background characteristics, school performance and educational 
aspirations. We do not know if CWCs change their educational aspirations more than do non-
CWCs. Nor do we know whether they receive different educational advice. On the other 
hand, it may be the case that the CWCs in this study who aspired to higher education attended 
and successfully completed the supplementary course after the second year of upper 
secondary vocational school, and consequently qualified for higher education. On the other 
hand, based on recent research showing a low throughput on the supplementary course 
(Markussen and Gloppen 2012), it does not seem reasonable to expect this. Clearly, further 
research on this issue is needed. 
The point of departure in this article was the concern for the low numbers of CWCs 
with higher education. In Norway, the goal of equity in education is very explicit; 
consequently, the failure to provide CWCs with tertiary-level education is testimony to not 
achieving this goal at the highest educational level. However, an equally if not more 
important task is to prevent drop-out among this vulnerable group of young people in upper 
secondary school. A vast amount of research confirms that former CWCs enter adult life more 
often than non-CWCs with only compulsory education (e.g. Vinnerljung, Öman, and 
Gunnarson 2005; Cheung and Heath 1994; Jackson and Cameron 2011; Courtney and 
Dworsky 2006). Furthermore, it is widely recognized that early school leavers have a higher 
risk of becoming unemployed, poor or otherwise marginalized (Falch and Nyhus 2009; 
Rumberger and Lamb 2003; Hammarström and Janlert 2002; De Ridder et al. 2012). Many of 
the educational programmes on the vocational track lead to good job opportunities and 
relatively well-paid jobs. Completing a vocational education and obtaining a trade certificate 
will in many cases lead to a secure future. In addition, as already mentioned, vocational 
students can attend a supplementary programme instead of the two-year apprenticeship to 
qualify for higher education. Choosing a vocational path for the two first years of upper 
secondary school does not consequently close the door to higher education. 
However, the drop-out rate in upper secondary school and particularly on the 
vocational track is high (Markussen 2010; Markussen et al. 2011), and it is reasonable to 
assume a high drop-out rate among former CWCs. However, we do not know precisely if, 
why or when CWCs drop out. Do they drop out of vocational studies more than non-CWCs? 
If so, to what extent is their drop-out rate related to characteristics such as sex, school 
performance, immigrant background and social class, which previous research has found 
important in explaining completion and drop-out from the vocational track in general 
(Helland and Støren 2006; Markussen et al. 2011)? It is important to investigate the issues of 
drop-out and completion of vocational studies of CWCs – studies that these students often 
choose to pursue – to reveal the strengths and weaknesses in the ability of the educational 
system to include this highly vulnerable group of young men and women. Examining CWCs’ 
educational transitions from compulsory schooling and throughout upper secondary school 
should reveal insights about the reasons for the low educational attainment among the CWCs. 
Conclusion 
This article has shown that CWCs attend the vocational track in upper secondary school more 
often than do non-CWCs. Even if CWCs in their final year of compulsory schooling equally 
aspired to higher education as non-CWCs, the results in this study show that they chose the 
vocational track more often. Choosing the vocational track does not close the door to higher 
education in Norway; however, based on previous research, it is reasonable to assume that 
few CWCs on the vocational track will choose the alternative route to higher education by 
completing the supplementary course of study, given that the completion rate of that course is 
very low. Consequently, it seems reasonable to conclude that the reason for the lack of higher 
education among the CWCs is that the majority of them make an educational choice at the age 
of 15–16 years that leads away from higher education. 
To increase the educational level among former CWCs, it is necessary to understand 
why they made such educational choices in their early teens that directed them away from 
higher education. The descriptive results in this study have shown that CWCs perform more 
poorly in school than non-CWCs. In addition, the CWCs in Norway (as in other countries) are 
characterized by a higher proportion of boys and a higher proportion of those from 
backgrounds with low parental education; these are traditionally characteristics that explain 
general enrolment onto the vocational track. Consequently, these characteristics were tested to 
see whether they explained the high enrolment onto the vocational track among Norwegian 
CWCs. The results from the analyses show that these characteristics (school performance, sex 
and parental education) are of importance when explaining students’ choice of vocational or 
academic track. Thus, (general) measures that promote equity in education between boys and 
girls and between teenagers from different social strata in society will also be beneficial for 
the CWCs. However, such measures are not themselves sufficient to change the choice of 
educational track of the CWCs. This article has shown that even when controlling for 
background variables (sex, parental education and minority background), as well as school 
performance and educational aspirations, CWCs still chose the vocational track more than 
non-CWCs. Consequently, more specific instruments are required to target the educational 
needs of the CWCs. 
However, to what extent are the results in this study comparable to other studies and to 
what degree are the results representative for the care population? While Jackson and 
Cameron (2011) examined educational aspirations in the foster/residential care population, 
the group of CWCs here consists of a broader group of CWCs and to a large extent consists of 
CWCs still living at home with their parent(s). Perhaps the high level of aspirations for higher 
education, which is discovered, is more typical for this broader group of CWCs. Further 
explorations into the question of why CWCs to a lesser extent than their peers end up with 
higher education could benefit from taking educational aspirations in different groups of 
CWCs into account. Jackson and Cameron argue that one way of increasing former CWCs’ 
educational attainment is to challenge any assumption that young people in care are more 
suited to study on the vocational track than the academic track. To put it simply; is the CWCs’ 
poor educational record a result of disadvantageous guidance, which lead them to the 
vocational track? Based on the results here and on those from previous research, which show 
that CWCs have low school performance (Berlin, Vinnerljung, and Hjern 2011; McClung and 
Gayle 2010), the basic educational skills of this group in general does not seem adequate for 
the academic track and thus, many of them will probably experience (even more) failure in 
school, and will consequently drop out with no qualifications (as many of their low-achieving 
peers without a care background do). Based on the present results, sound advice to teachers, 
care workers and others that may help CWCs in their choice of upper secondary school 
appears to be to support and encourage these young men and women to reach an educational 
level that is achievable based on their skills and interests. In addition, the vocational programs 
offer a different type of training by including productive and practical work in the education. 
Perhaps a brake from the traditional school based training will increase the CWCs’ school 
motivation and attainment. We do not know, however, if CWCs experience more educational 
success on the vocational track than the academic track. However, since the CWCs in Norway 
more often choose the vocational track, it seems highly relevant to increase the research on 
CWCs’ educational transitions after compulsory school in general and on the vocational track 
in particular. Furthermore, as suggested earlier, it seems important to increase over 
knowledge about the CWCs’ aspirations towards higher education and any change in these 
aspirations. Increasing our knowledge about these vulnerable young men and women’s 
educational transitions and aspirations seems necessary in finding the proper instrument to 
improve their poor educational records.  
 
Acknowledgements 
This article is a part of the project Qualification and social inclusion in upper secondary VET 
– longitudinal studies on gendered education and marginalized groups (Safety-VET) founded 
by the Research Council of Norway. I thank my colleagues at NOVA (the Group of Children 
& child welfare and the Group of Youth) for useful comments on earlier drafts and the two 
anonymous reviewer of this journal for their constructive comments. 
 
 
 REFERENCES 
Berlin, Marie, Bo Vinnerljung, and Anders Hjern. 2011. School performance in primary 
school and psychosocial problems in young adulthood among care leavers from long 
term foster care. Children and Youth Service Review 33 (12):2489-2497. 
Cheung, sin Yi, and Anthony Heath. 1994. After Care: the education and occupation of adults 
who have been in care. Oxford Review of Education 20 (3):361-374. 
Clausen, Sten-Erik, and Lars B. Kristofersen. 2008. Barnevernsklienter i Norge 1990-2005 : 
en longitudinell studie [Child welfare clients in Norway between 1990 and 2005: a 
longitudinal study]. In NOVA rapport. Oslo: Norsk institutt for forskning om 
oppvekst, velferd og aldring. 
Courtney, Mark E., and Amy Dworsky. 2006. Early outcomes for young adults transitioning 
from out-of-home care in USA. Child & Family Social Work 11 (3):209-219. 
De Ridder, Karin A. A., Kristine Pape, Roar Johnsen, Steinar Westin, Turid Lingår Holmen, 
and Johan Håkon Bjørngaard. 2012. School dropout: a major public health challenge: 
a 10-year prospective study on medical and non-medical social insurance benefits in 
young adulthood, the  Young-HUNT 1 Study (Norway). Journal of Epidemiology and 
Community Health 66 (11):995-1000. 
Esping-Anderson, Gösta. 1990. The Three Worlds of Welfare Capitalism. Cambridge: Polity 
Press. 
Falch, Torberg, and Ole Henning Nyhus. 2009. Frafall fra videregående opplæring og 
arbeidsmarkedstilknytning for unge voksne [Drop-out from upper secondary school 
and transition to work]. Senter for økonomisk forskning AS. 
Fredrick, John, and Chris Goddard. 2010. 'School was just a nightmare': childhood abuse and 
neglect and school experiences. Child & Family Social Work 15 (1):22-30. 
Hammarström, A., and U Janlert. 2002. Early unemployment can contribute to adult health 
problems: results from a longitudinal study of school leavers. Journal of Epidemiology 
and Community Health 56 (8):624-630. 
Hansen, Marianne Nordli. 2005. Ulikhet i Osloskolen: rekruttering og segregering [Inequality 
in Oslo: recruitment and segregation in upper secondary school]. Tidsskrift for 
ungdomsforskning 5 (1):3-26. 
Harker, Rachael M., David Dobel-Ober, Julie Lawrence, David Berridge, and Ruth Sinclair. 
2003. Who Takes Care of Education? Looked after children's perceptions of support 
for educational progress. Child & Family Social Work 8 (2):89-100. 
Hedin, Lena, Ingrid Höjer, and Elinor Brunnberg. 2011. Why one goes to school: what school 
means to young people entering foster care. Child & Family Social Work 16 (1):43-51. 
Helland, Håvard, and Liv Anne Støren. 2004. Videregående opplæring - progresjon, 
gjennomføring og tilgang til læreplasser. Forskjeller etter studieretning, fylke, kjønn 
og mellom elever med majoritets- og minoritetsbakgrunn [Upper secondary education 
- progress, completion and access to apprenticeships. Differences by study, county, 
sex, and between native majority and minority]. NIFU STEP. 
———. 2006. Vocational Education and the Allocation of Apprenticeships: Equal Chances 
for Applicants Regardless of Immigrant Background? European Sociological Review 
22 (3):339-351. 
Hernes, Gudmund. 2010. Gull av gråstein : tiltak for å redusere frafall i videregående 
opplæring [Measures in reducing the drop-out rate from upper secondary school]. In 
Fafo-rapport. Oslo: Fafo. 
Jackson, Sonia, and Claire Cameron. 2011. Young people from a public care background: 
pahtways to further and higher education in five European countries. Final report of 
the YiPPEE project. London. 
Jonsson, Jan O, and Frida Rudolphi. 2011. Weak Performance - Strong Determination: School 
Achievement and Educational Choice among Children of Immigrants of Sweden. 
European Sociological Review 27 (4):487-508. 
Kalve, Trygve, and Tone Dyrhaug. 2011. Barn og unge med innvandrerbakgrunn i 
barnevernet 2009 [Immigrant background and contact with the child welfare service in 
2009]. SSB. 
Markussen, Eifred. 2010. Frafall i utdanning for 16-20-åringer i Norden [School drop-out for 
16-20 year olds in the Nordic countries]. In Frafall i utdanning for 16-20-åringer i 
Norden, edited by E. Markussen: TemaNord. 
———. 2010. Valg og gjennomføring av videregående opplæring før Kunnskapsløftet 
[Educational choice and progress in upper secondary education before the Knowledge 
Promotion]. Acta Didactica Norge 4 (17):1-18. 
Markussen, Eifred, Mari Wigum Frøseth, Nina Sandberg, Berit Lødding, and Jorunn Spord 
Borgen. 2011. Early leaving, Non-Completion and Completion in Upper Secondary 
Education in Norway. In School Dropout and Completion. International Comparative 
Studies in Theory and Policy, edited by S. Lamb, E. Markussen, R. Teese, N. 
Sandberg and J. Polesel. Dordrecht Heidelberg London New York: Springer. 
Markussen, Eifred, and Silje Kristin Gloppen. 2012. Påbygging til generell studiekompetanse 
– et gode eller en nødløsning? [Supplementary study - a benefit or the only way out?]. 
Oslo: NIFU. 
McClung, Michele, and Vernon Gayle. 2010. Exploring the care effects of multiple factors on 
the educational achievement of children looked after at home and away from home: an 
investigation of two Scottish local authorities. Child & Family Social Work 15 
(4):409-431. 
Rumberger, Russel W., and Stehpen P. Lamb. 2003. The early employment and further 
education experiences of high school dropouts: a comparative study of the United 
States and Australia. Economics of Education Review 22 (4):353-366. 
SSB. Most pupils choose vocational studies. Statistics Norway 2005 [cited 11.10.12. 
Available from http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/04/02/30/utvgs_en/. 
———. Barn med barneverntiltak 31. desember, etter alder, tiltak og fylke [Children with 
measures from the Child Welfare Services per 31 December by age, measures and 
county] 2010 [cited 13.07.12. Available from 
http://www.ssb.no/emner/02/barn_og_unge/2011/tabeller/barnevern/barnev0203.html. 
———. Children with measures from the Child Welfare Services during the year, and per 31 
Desember and new cases of children with measures. Figures by sex and age. Absolute 
figres 0-22 years and per 1 000 children 0-17 years. 1997-2010 Statistics Norway 
2011 [cited 11.10.12. Available from 
http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/03/03/barneverng_en/arkiv/tab-2011-06-27-03-
en.html. 
———. Increase in employees and children in the Child Welfare Services. Statistics Norway 
2011 [cited 13.07.12. Available from 
http://www.ssb.no/english/subjects/03/03/barneverng_en/. 
Støren, Liv Anne, and Håvard Helland. 2010. Ethnicity differences in the completion rates of 
upper secondary education: How do the effects of gender and social background 
variables interplay? European Sociological Review 26 (5):585-601. 
Vinnerljung, Bo, Maria Öman, and Thomas Gunnarson. 2005. Educational attainments of 
former child welfare clients - a Swedish national cohort study. International Journal 
of Social Welfare 14 (4):265-276. 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1: Transition points after compulsory school
Lower secondary 
school 
Supplementary study 
(one year in school) 
Apprenticeship  
(two years of training) 
Leaving school during 
or after the two years 
in school 
Upper secondary 
school 
Academic track  
(three years in school) 
Upper secondary 
school 
Vocational track  
(two years in school) 
Leaving school 
Leaving school 
Attending higher 
education  
A 
B 
 Table 1. Descriptive statistics in second year of upper secondary school (wave two)   
 
CWS Non-CWCs 
 Vocational track 41,9 23,8 ** 
    Parents' education 
 Tertiary level 40,5 48,1 
 Upper secondary 23,0 28,2 
 Lower secondary 13,5 10,0 
 Other 23,0 13,7 
 
    Boys 40,5 43,3 
 
    Minority background 29,7 22,1 
 
    Aspiration towards higher 
education (wave one) 87,8 91,5 
 
    Grades in 10th grade (wave 
one) 3,8 4,1 ** 
(SD) (0,86) (0,74)   
N 74 1427 
 Note: The difference in means/shares is statistically significant at **p < ,01, **p < ,05 
(independent sample tests). 
Table 2.  Students on the vocational track (wave two) – the effect of CWCs, parental education, sex, minority background, higher educational 
aspiration in wave one and grades in wave one (logistic regression) 
  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 
 
B 
 
SE B 
 
SE B 
 
SE B 
 
SE 
Constant -1,17 ** ,06 -,75 ** ,11 -,71 ** ,12 ,95 ** ,24 
CWCs ,84 ** ,24 ,82 ** ,26 ,66 ** ,28 ,66 * ,28 
             Parents' education (ref: secondary school level) 
Tertiary level 
  
-1,25 ** ,15 -1,08 ** ,15 -,94 ** ,16 
Other 
   
,36 * ,17 ,15 
 
,19 ,11 
 
,19 
             Boys 
   
,27 * ,13 ,26 
 
,13 ,18 
 
,14 
             Minority background 
  
-,41 ** ,16 -,59 ** ,17 -,37 * ,17 
             Grades (from wave one, ref: middle grades) 
     
    
Low grades 
    
2,18 ** ,29 1,99 ** ,30 
High grades 
    
-1,74 ** ,31 -1,58 ** ,31 
           
Aspiration for higher education (from wave 
one) 
      
-1,92 ** ,23 
             -2 loglikelihood 1665,34 1555,38 1425,51 1346,76 
N 1501 1501 1501 1501 
Note: *p < ,05, **p < ,01 (waldtest). SE = standard errors 
 

  
                                                 
i About one-third of vocational students choose to take the supplementary course of study. Recent research 
shows that only 56 per cent of these students completed the supplementary course, 7 per cent dropped out and 37 
per cent did not pass the exams (Markussen and Gloppen 2012). 
ii Higher education in Norway is divided into universities, university colleges and private schools.  
iii In the original first wave, about 4 000 students were invited to participate and 59 per cent of them did so. 
iv ‘Other’ parental education includes probably unknown parental education and education taken abroad, which 
the respondents find difficult to translate into the Norwegian educational system. In addition, ‘other’ includes 
parents with primary school (two per cent of the respondents’ had parents with primary school).  
v It is, however, necessary to emphasize that the descriptive statistics in Table 1 record the characteristics of the 
youths who had (thus far) succeeded in upper secondary school. The drop-outs (from lower secondary to upper 
secondary school or during the first year of upper secondary school) were excluded from Table 1. Analyses 
(table not shown) showed that the CWCs who only participated in the first wave (in the final year, Grade 10) and 
consequently most likely dropped out from school, aspired less to higher education, had poorer school grades 
and fewer originated from families with high parental education than the CWCs who also participated in the 
second wave. In the non-CWCs, the analyses showed minor and not statistically significant differences between 
youths who participated in only the first wave compared with youths who participated in both waves. 
vi The logistic constant coefficient in Model 2 is –0.75 and the child welfare client coefficient is 0.82. The 
percentages in vocational studies for the two student groups are estimated by the following equation: ex / 1 + ex, 
which gives: e–0.75 / 1 + e–0.75 = 0.32 (i.e., 32 per cent) and e0.82–0.75 / 1 + e0.82–0.75 = 0.52 (i.e., 52 per cent). 
